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Chief Tony DeVaul: 
Motivating Police to Be Community Guardians

by Gayle Stewart 
Takoma Park Police Department 

Chaplain

Over the summer, several police 
departments around the country 
were in searches for police chiefs 
in addition to being in competition 
for police offi cers. Chuck Wexler, 
the executive director for the Police 
Executive Research Forum, a po-
lice think tank, commented on the 
police chief searches and said, “It’s 
a real challenge to fi nd someone 
who meets the goal of dealing with 
crime while also reforming a police 
department.” 

When I saw those words, I 
thought, We are fortunate, as I sat 
across from Chief Antonio DeVaul 
in his offi ce—his arm was just 
out of the sling, having undergone 
shoulder surgery. We are fortunate 
in that we have a chief who under-
stands the needs of this community 
and how to lead a police depart-
ment. His offi ce shows his love of 
policing. It is full of memorabilia, 
challenge coins, miniature police 
cars, awards, and certifi cates de-
tailing his life in policing. 

I’ve watched this department 
ever since I moved here in 1984 
when my colleague Tony Fisher 
was chief. I have watched as offi -
cers were hired, advanced through 
the ranks, and then retired and 
went to other police departments. 
In the 1990s, I worked closely with 
the department in the implementa-
tion of community policing. 

We’ve had a pretty good police 
department over those years, but 
with Chief DeVaul, we have an ex-
cellent police department, and he’s 
been able to do what Chuck Wexler 
believes is missing in policing: deal 
with crime and reform the depart-
ment. During his fi ve years as chief, 
he’s overseen a turnover of 70% of 
both sworn and civilian person-
nel. We have a brand-new police 
department that is aligned with 
and responsive to the needs of this 
community. 

Tony Fisher, our fi rst African 
American police chief, had an im-
pact on 15-year-old Tony DeVaul, 
whose family moved to Takoma 
Park when he was 3 years old—
such that when DeVaul joined po-
licing, he wanted to emulate Fish-
er. Like many African American 
youth, DeVaul had not always had 
a good relationship with the City’s 
police, but he admired Chief Fisher 
and community sports leaders like 
Lee Jordan. 

Tony DeVaul knew he wanted to 
make a difference when he joined 
policing, pursuing his career with 

Maryland-National Capital Park 
Police, before coming back to Ta-
koma Park as the police chief. 

Chief DeVaul says that prevent-
ing crime means looking at the 
root causes of crime and disorder 
and putting programs in place that 
address those issues. The chief is 
a proponent of recreational pro-
grams like those he participated in. 
He wants to help make sure that 

people have housing, jobs that pay 
a decent wage, and an education 
that points to a future. He wants 
young people to have the upbring-
ing and opportunities he had be-
cause he knows that people—par-
ticularly young people—who have 
opportunities, who know they are 
valued don’t commit crime. 

He’s excited about the City’s 
mental health pilot program, 

through which two mental health 
counselors are embedded with po-
lice offi cers. Calls can be diverted 
from the police to those counsel-
ors, who are trained to handle peo-
ple who are experiencing mental 
health crises. This frees up police 
offi cers for other calls that require 
their services.

Chief DeVaul encourages a 
guardian mentality rather than 
a warrior mentality. All of this is 
a culture change for the police 
and for the community. It takes a 
strong constitution to advocate for 
and make these changes—because 
there will be complaints, there will 
be pushback from those who want 
the police to just lock up people 
and from those who just don’t un-
derstand.

He has worked to raise morale 
among all department employ-
ees. Since Tony DeVaul became 
chief, the starting salary has been 
increased, and there are other in-
centives for offi cers to transfer from 
other departments. The reward and 
promotional systems have been 
changed so fairness is the under-
lying component. Transparency is 
also key when it comes to sharing 
crime data throughout the com-
munity. The department is fully 
staffed, something most depart-
ments around the country cannot 
say. 

Diversity is key in the depart-
ment that serves a diverse com-
munity. Across the department, 
offi cers speak seven languages. 
Residents can see themselves re-
fl ected in the backgrounds of the 
police offi cers, in the racial, gender, 
and sexual orientation of depart-
ment members. 

Is there still crime? Of course, 
there is. The only way to eliminate 
crime is to have a police state—and 
even then there will be crime. But, 
here, data are used to deploy offi -
cers and to determine how crime is 
managed. The focus is on serious 
crime, and offi cers are assigned to 
areas where they will have the most 
impact. Again, the focus is on pre-
vention, with arrests as necessary. 
There are no arrest quotas in this 
department. Good police work is 
rewarded and encouraged. 

The Takoma Park Police Depart-
ment culture gives offi cers the lati-
tude to make decisions in the best 
interests of the residents. That is 
innovative. And it is also diffi cult 
in a national climate in which ev-
ery action of police offi cers is scru-
tinized and videotaped. 

Chief DeVaul is both thankful for 
and proud of the department’s per-

sonnel who never know what type 
of reception they will receive when 
responding to a call or answering 
the phone. But there are more com-
pliments than complaints and the 
chief is quick to praise personnel 
formally and informally. Personnel 
have gone out of their way to assist 
people in need and that is because 
of the culture that values people re-
gardless of their circumstances. 

Police personnel work with the 
weight of the world on their shoul-
ders and then go home to their 
own families—that is the goal, to 
go home to their families. These 
offi cers have experienced horrifi c 
incidents, and still they keep plug-
ging on.

Under Chief DeVaul’s leadership, 
the department was among the fi rst 
police departments in the state to 
sign the 30/30 pledge which com-
mits the department to having 30 
percent of sworn personnel fe-
male by 2030. They have signed a 
pledge committed to transparency 
concerning body-worn camera 
footage. The department’s use-of-
force policies are consistent with 
#8CantWait, which requires de-es-
calation before using deadly force. 
All operational procedures have 
been evaluated to ensure that they 
align with best practices and that 
they were consistent with the de-
partment’s changed philosophy to 
truly serve and protect. 

Personnel have undergone Ac-
tive Bystandership Law Enforce-
ment (ABLE) training offered by 
Georgetown University that trains 
offi cers to “successfully intervene 
to prevent harm and to create a law 
enforcement culture that supports 
peer intervention” when they ob-
serve bad behavior on the part of 
other offi cers. His job, according to 
the chief, is to maintain a culture 
that encourages personnel to re-
main.

We have a police department 
that can serve as an example to 
others around the country. To be 
the chief of police is to be the hinge 
point between the department, the 
community, and government lead-
ers. It is to be our contact for polic-
ing at the country, state, and federal 
levels. 

To be chief is to put a human face 
on a system that resists reform and 
is derided by many—sometimes 
with good cause. And at the end 
of the day, to be chief is to be that 
15-year-old teen who saw some-
thing in another chief and ended 
up leading that very same depart-
ment. 

gura de si sería capaz de hacer programas 
atractivos para la gente. Sin embargo, cu-
ando culminé uno de los primeros pro-
gramas que hice para la biblioteca, me di 
cuenta de lo divertido que era poder usar 
mi imaginación para hacer cosas que otras 
personas pudieran disfrutar. Por lo tanto, 
diría que seguir desarrollando programas 
en esta biblioteca es lo que más me entusi-
asma de trabajar este verano.

Aunque este puesto se denomina 
“bibliotecaria en entrenamiento”, 
no es necesario que la persona 
seleccionada quiera hacer una carrera 
en bibliotecas. ¿Cómo crees que este 
puesto puede ayudar a tu futura carrera 
independientemente del campo que elijas?

Este puesto puede ayudar en cualquier 
carrera futura de muchas maneras debido a 
las habilidades que se adquieren realizando 
este trabajo. Entre ellas están la capacidad 
de trabajar de forma independiente, la cre-
atividad, la organización, la investigación 

y la planifi cación. Todas ellas son impor-
tantes en prácticamente cualquier carrera, 
ya sea en el sector educativo o en un bufete 
de abogados. El hecho de haber podido ad-
quirir y ejercitar esas aptitudes a través del 
trabajo que he realizado hasta ahora, me 
permitirá utilizarlas en cualquier carrera 
que emprenda.

¿Qué les dirías a otros adolescentes de la 
comunidad sobre esta biblioteca?

Sé que hay mucho estigma en torno a la 
biblioteca y a la lectura en general por parte 

de los adolescentes. Sin embargo, creo que 
te sorprenderá lo increíble y emocionante 
que puede ser leer y amar un libro o una 
serie de libros. Te prometo que no todos 
los libros son aburridos manuales de his-
toria LOL. Si no sabes por dónde empezar, 
te recomiendo que te acerques a la sección 
YA (Young Adult) de Takoma Park Mary-
land Library y utilices como referencia uno 
de los carteles de recomendaciones para 
lectores YA que hay en las paredes. No te 
arrepentirás en absoluto de haberlo hecho.
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Right: Chief Tony DeVaul

Below: Tony Fisher was the Takoma 
Park police chief when the Devaul 
family moved to Takoma Park. Chief 
Fisher was a role model for young 
Tony DeVaul. (Undated photo of 
Tony Fisher with local children. Tony 
DeVaul is not pictured.)

Bottom: Lee Jordan (center) is a 
Takoma Park legend as a youth sports 
mentor. Young Tony DeVaul is in the 
shadow on the right of this photo.

Photo courtesy the Jordan family
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comes from the Stormwater Man-
agement Fund.

Sligo Mill/Poplar Mill is a 5.2-
acre undeveloped natural open 
space area in the southern corner 
of the City that was purchased 
by MNCPPC in 2001 for a price 
of $760,000. The area had been 
planned for a 23-lot townhouse 

subdivision development at that 
time. The City provided $110,000 
to MNCPPC through a four-year 
allotment of the City’s Program 
Open Space allocation. MNCPPC 
and the City finalized a Memoran-
dum of Understanding in August 
2003 that stipulated the acquisi-
tion, maintenance, and manage-
ment requirement of the property. 
The City agreed to perform main-
tenance of the property, which 

included an initial Environmental 
Assessment. Since that time the 
City has performed invasive re-
moval and tree removal, as well 
as cleanup of surface dumping 
in and around the property. This 
area experienced significant his-
torical dumping, and much of the 
buried material remains in place.

The stream, known as the Tako-
ma Branch, starts at a stormwater 
outfall located behind 6608 Pop-

lar Ave. The area upstream from 
the watershed includes 355 acres 
of residential and light commer-
cial land use. The Takoma Branch 
joins several other small tributar-
ies before meeting Sligo Creek and 
eventually the Anacostia River. 
The stream bank slope is mod-
erate-to-steep along the channel 
and is experiencing severe erosion 
due to heavy rainfall and the con-
ditions of the stream bank. Lack 

of streamside vegetation is also a 
contributing factor. 

Restoration work is expected 
to cost $197,485. Additional costs 
include about $22,000 for con-
struction management through 
the City’s consulting engineering 
firm, Rummel, Klepper & Kahl. 
Details of the design plan can 
be found on the City’s website 
(search for “stormwater manage-
ment projects”). 

RESTORATION
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Grasses in Masses
by Anna Mische John 

Vegetation Maintenance Supervisor

Often people only think of grass as the 
short green stuff in a front yard or play 
field, but did you know that there are over 
200 species of grass native to the state of 
Maryland? The short stuff (referred to as 
turf when in a mowed setting) can have 
utility as a play space and permeable 
ground cover, but from an ecological per-
spective, it doesn’t offer much. 

Native grasses, on the other hand, sup-
port insects and birds by offering habitat. 
And they have ecological benefits includ-
ing soil stabilization and structure. 

Ornamental bunch grasses have been 
used in gardens and landscapes for de-
cades. Allowed to grow to full height and 
flower they can be an interesting addi-
tion to perennial plantings. However, just 
like flowers and trees, some of the grasses 
planted for ornamental use are invasive 
and may escape from where they are plant-
ed, becoming established in natural areas, 
displacing other plants. 

This spring the vegetation maintenance 

team replanted six traffic calming ar-
eas along Ritchie Avenue between Piney 

Branch Rd. and Oswego Ave., each featur-
ing a single grass species with an informa-

tional label. 
With this project I hope to both spot-

light some of the beautiful Maryland grass-
es for their potential for ecological benefit, 
as well as offer alternatives to some of the 
ornamental invasive grasses (namely Mis-
canthus/Chinese silver grass and Pennis-
etum/fountain grass). Species were chosen 
for commercial availability, adaptability to 
roadside conditions, and “garden worthi-
ness.”

I hope you will enjoy taking a tour of the 
grasses in masses on Ritchie Ave. Come 
now to see them in flower and throughout 
the year to see how they change with the 
seasons. 

Want more? Continue around the traffic 
circle to Heffner Park to see Indian Grass 
(Sorghastrum nutans), this tall species was 
once the dominant grass of eastern tall 
grass prairies. 

For more information
• Maryland Native Plant Society:  

mdflora.org/2020-Grasses
• Maryland Manual Online:  

bit.ly/3OGpdiN

Photo by Eric Bond

You will find little bluestem (Schizachyrium scoparium) reaching for the sky in the first traffic 
calming garden why you turn off of Piney Branch Rd. onto Richie Ave. 

parks, and community and public facili-
ties, and they address housing, historic 
preservation, pedestrian and trail systems, 
and environmental issues. Planners create 
new master plans every 15 or 20 years.

A minor master plan amendment, revis-
its a specific portion of the approved and 
adopted master plan and reexamines cer-
tain elements, often to address a change 
that was not anticipated at the time the 
adopted master plan was approved. A mi-
nor master plan amendment may offer new 
recommendations, or it may reconfirm the 
existing plan recommendations.

In this instance, the Takoma Park Mi-
nor Master Plan Amendment addresses 
the need for improved infrastructure, var-
ied housing types, and additional public 
amenities such as parks and open space. 
The plan encourages reinvestment and 
reimagining of underutilized parcels and 
properties along Maple and Lee Aves., the 
Erie Center, and the Washington Adventist 
Hospital and University campuses, as well 
as surrounding areas.

The key plan recommendations:
• Envisioning a vibrant, mixed-income 

community where the housing stock, 
open spaces, and mix of uses meet the 
needs of an economically, socially, and 
racially diverse population.

• Promoting safe, healthy, and conve-
nient connectivity within and between 
the plan’s districts, and to high-capacity 
transit beyond the plan area, the exist-
ing trail network, and nearby activity 
centers.

• Embracing climate-forward planning 
and design to address the impact of cli-
mate change.

• Implementing a green promenade to 
provide a green, efficient, and attractive 
pedestrian connection through the plan 
area.

• Protecting historic resources and pro-
viding for the interpretation of commu-
nity history to promote a unique sense 
of place.

How will these recommendations, 
improvements, and amenities be 
implemented?

Plan recommendations, improvements, 
and amenities are implemented in one of 
two ways: private development or public 
capital projects.

Generally, private development of new 
buildings will include public amenities re-
quired by the Zoning Ordinance and those 
recommended by the plan. These public 
amenities can include open space, public 
facilities, and more, as well as improve-
ments to sidewalks, bike lanes, and road-
ways along the property frontage. 

These amenities and improvements are 
implemented on a project-by-project basis 
through the public development review 
process. To learn more about development 
review, visit montgomeryplanning.org/de-
velopment/.

New public facilities or improvements to 
existing ones like parks and roadways are 
funded through the Capital Improvement 
Program for county roads or Montgomery 
Parks land. Improvements to roads or land 
owned or controlled by the City of Takoma 
Park would be through the City.

What happens during the county’s 
development review process and how can 
I participate?

One of the most important ways the 
Montgomery County Planning Board im-

plements the vision of the Montomgery 
County's General Plan and master plans 
is by reviewing proposed development 
and deciding on subdivision requests. To 
learn more about development review, visit 
montgomeryplanning.org/development.

How does the plan address public-school 
capacity?

Planning for adequate public-school fa-
cilities is a joint effort between Montgom-
ery Planning and the Division of Capital 
Planning and Real Estate at Montgomery 
County Public Schools (MCPS). MCPS 
planners project student enrollment for the 
near future at the countywide and individ-
ual school levels and develop strategies and 
long-range facility plans to meet capacity 
needs appropriately. They also coordinate 
relevant county and state budgets for the 
six-year Capital Improvements Program 
(CIP) and publish the Educational Facili-
ties Master Plan annually.

Montgomery Planning administers the 
Annual School Test based on MCPS’ pro-
jections and scheduled CIP projects and 
conducts a School Adequacy Analysis for 
development applications accordingly. 
Planning staff also produce student gen-
eration rates and relevant housing data, 
which is shared with MCPS to inform their 
forecasting and facility planning efforts as 
well.

When a master plan is underway, Mont-
gomery Planning collaborates with MCPS 
regarding the plan’s potential impact on 
public-school enrollment. To estimate the 
potential impact, a maximum build-out 
scenario is hypothesized in which the resi-
dential capacity of each parcel is built out 
to the full extent allowed, and the number 
of students that can be generated from that 
scenario is calculated. Based on this Plan’s 

max build-out scenario, the enrollment 
impact can be estimated between
• 120 to 350 elementary students
• 50 to 180 middle school students
• 50 to 150 high school students

The lower range of the estimates as-
sumes that new residential development 
will be multi-family buildings that gen-
erate the lowest number of students. The 
higher range of the estimates assumes that 
new residential development will be multi-
family buildings that generate a higher 
number of students. For additional infor-
mation, please see the 2020 Growth and 
Infrastructure Policy at montgomeryplan-
ning.org.

In reality, it is difficult to gauge the 
number and type of residential units that 
will be built and the pace and context of 
development. Furthermore, master plans 
generally envision a 20 - 30-year timeline, 
whereas MCPS uses six-year projections 
to determine its capital budget and CIP. 
Therefore, a plan’s estimated enrollment 
impact alone will not warrant immediate 
action by MCPS to request capital invest-
ment in schools serving the area. Instead, 
MCPS will continue to monitor actual en-
rollment trends as residential development 
appears, and reflect the change in its pro-
jections annually. 

In the meantime, Montgomery Planning 
will continue to evaluate the projected uti-
lization levels of schools through the An-
nual Schools Test and impose Utilization 
Premium Payments appropriately on resi-
dential units proposed in school service 
areas projected to be overutilized. 

For more information on growth and in-
frastructure planning for schools, visit: bit.
ly/46ZeuH4.
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